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Introduction
Literature is an access point by which one can analyze the development of subjectivity as
well as citizenship and how they have been represented. In other words, how the characters in the
texts are granted an identity by the status quo defines their citizenship. In addition, how the
characters perceive themselves and the other characters in the texts illustrate how power and
freedom operate. As Lisa Lowe has theorized in The Intimacies of Four Continents, it is not only
the cultural, but also the literary and aesthetic genres through which systems regarding
citizenship, civic community as well as national society are upheld and established (4). Lowe is
therefore highlighting the relevance of literary and aesthetic genres as an important site of
investigation if systems are to be studied and understood. In this regard, William Shakespeare’s
The Tempest and Junot Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, provide an avenue by
which one can understand the development of freedom as it relates to the subaltern figure1.
Gramsci’s definition of the subaltern figure describes the condition of those that are
disenfranchised from a given system or power structure. The characters that exemplify this
condition are represented within the texts and they must negotiate the justifications of violence
which is defined as freedom. Though these two texts are apparently different and were written
centuries apart by distinct authors, they nonetheless contain strikingly similar ideas regarding the
colonial enterprise’s consensus around power and freedom. The characters within the texts
negotiate contradictions and notions of freedom, which depend on visible evidence (appearance,
behavior, or performance), on how closely they have assimilated unprocessed trauma2
, and the justification of violence that further dictates perception and relationships within the
texts. Freedom in a political context refers to the colonial enterprise’s consensus around who is
granted the rights to assert power. In this regard, freedom becomes justifiable violence that is
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normalized based on the assertion of power. The contradiction of freedom means that on the one
hand there are entitlements that justify violence as well as oppression, and on the other hand
there are rights that grant access to emancipation from violence and imposition. In The Tempest,
Prospero, who was the Duke of Milan, arrived on an island along with his daughter Miranda and
encountered Caliban and Ariel. Prospero brings Ariel under his control and then promises his
freedom. Ariel is loyal to Prospero, which grants him amenities on the island. Through Ariel’s
magical powers, Prospero controls and governs the island. Similarly, Caliban who is native to the
island within The Tempest was the former owner of the island. Prospero earns Caliban’s trust,
learns about the island and then also entraps him, yet Prospero grants Caliban citizenship through
his obedience. Prospero promises their freedom from enslavement if they reproduce violence in
order to control and maintain Prospero’s power intact. In Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of
Oscar Wao, the reader learns about the main character’s story, Oscar. Oscar’s family and their
connection with the history of the Dominican Republic is depicted through Oscar’s personal
friend Yunior. Trujillo’s dictatorship is closely linked with the characters in the text. Oscar’s
mom Beli tries to teach her children how to be Dominican through the reproduction of the
internalized violence on the island. Masculinity was governed by the Trujillo regime and the
violence imposed by the Dominican Republic’s colonial history. The text shows how violent
forms of masculinity were accepted as the norm in relation to Dominican identity. The characters
symbolize the struggle that is endured in order to internalize corruption and therefore gain
citizenship whereby freedom maybe exercised. The story of domination that is represented in the
texts show how the structure of dominance is a complex system which relies on justifiable
violence. Violence is justified based on social control and power of resources.
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A notion of the word freedom, specifically in a political context, will help clarify how the
word will be used in connection to the texts. Lisa Lowe, in her text The Intimacies of Four
Continents, examines freedom as associated with liberalism. She explains freedom as, “a project
that includes at once both the universal promises of rights [and] emancipation…as well global
divisions and asymmetries on which the liberal tradition depends, and according to which such
liberties are reserved for some and wholly denied to others” (Lowe 3). The definition of freedom
as connected with the liberal human subject, further sheds light on the politics of taxonomy that
relate to colonialism and the subaltern figure. Hans Bertens’s The Idea of the Postmodern, A
History also highlights the ways in which Lowe has defined freedom. He explains, “We find the
impulse radically to democratize the ‘freedom, equality, and fraternity’ (read brother/sisterhood)
promised by the Enlightenment and to apply those principles, now fully democratized, on a truly
universal scale—the attempt to make the Enlightenment live up to its promises” (258). In other
words, Bertens shows how the universalization of the discourse of freedom has not been taking
place in liberalism even though there is an apparent striving, on behalf of freedom, toward social
justice and human rights. He explains that there is a clear confrontation with the issue of the
Other. He says, “In the current round of democratization…the Enlightenment is—belatedly —
forced by its own momentum to confront the problem of the Other” (258-259). Though he
highlights the Enlightenment, his argument nevertheless proves what Lowe has expressed in her
text. Bertens also argues that there is a clear discrepancy between what is being promised and
what is being done. Therefore, Bertens is highlighting the contradiction regarding liberal notions
of freedom that are to be reckoned with.
Lowe further unpacks how freedom has been cultivated in relation to the political
philosophy of modern liberalism. By critically investigating the incongruity between the
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narrativization3 of the abstract conceptualization of freedom and its actual political doctrine.
Lowe highlights how capital, or economic rights, were used to justify violence, violation, and
dehumanization (Lowe 10). This narrativization or the creation of liberal notions of freedom is
founded on universal promises of rights. Therefore, Lowe explains that the creation of a liberalist
notion of freedom can be traced back to the colonized individual through her analysis. Her text
elucidates how freedom has been conceptualized through its connection to slavery and settler
dispossession. She further argues that the genealogy of modern liberalism depends upon the
differentiation and connection with the subaltern. She addresses the illusion of progress as well
as the illusion contained in the modern subject’s striving towards redemption through the
symbolization of freedom. Lowe’s study uncovers the relations and connections that enabled
such narratives. She further highlights that those lost connections, that reveal the trauma
concerning the relationship between the continents, are the underpinnings that influence our
present. She explains, “extensive erasures of colonial connections that include but are not limited
to indentureship: that implicate the dispossession of indigenous peoples and the settler logics of
appropriation, forced removal, and assimilation that are repeated in contemporary land
seizures…and varieties of nationalism in our present moment” (Lowe 38). Lowe explains that
this forgetting and the “politics of our lack of knowledge” regarding this form of trauma is
nevertheless a part of the current ontological and epistemological narrative of freedom.
Certainly, post-colonial theory has thoroughly investigated Western imposition and
colonization. Hans Bertens text Literary Theory: The Basics, explains that even though there are
many different views under the umbrella of post-colonial theory, there is an overall agreement:
All postcolonial theorists and critics would agree that they are engaged in a reassessment
of the traditional relationship between the metropolis and its colonial subjects and in the
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radical deconstruction – along either poststructuralist or more on resistance to
colonization, on the respective identities of colonizer and colonized, on patterns of
interaction between those subjectivities, on postcolonial migration to the metropolis, on
cultural exchanges between colonizer and colonized, on hybridity, and on other, related
themes. Central to these interests are issues of race, indigeneity, ethnicity, language,
gender, identity, class, and, above all, power. Postcolonial theorists and critics would also
agree on the relevance of their enterprise for the world of the early twenty-first century,
from which colonies may have (largely) disappeared, but in which neocolonial relations
abound – not only between Western nations and their former colonies but within those
countries, between national majorities and ethnic minorities. (Bertens 185-186)
Bertens is pointing out that though there are many views and studies that are contained within the
category of post-colonial theory, there is a consensus around the reassessment of colonial
relations and how they influence the present day. Firstly, this project will further show how
freedom is negotiated within the two texts which illustrates that visible evidence is a primary
variable in negotiating the contradictions of freedom that have been defined. Secondly, the
characters have internalized trauma and justified violence that has been imposed upon them,
which further correlate with how much agency is gained within the power structure. Taking a
play such as The Tempest and comparing it to a more contemporary text such as The Brief
Wonderous Life of Oscar Wao, provides insight into to the ways in which coloniality has been
mutating and functioning.
Shakespeare’s The Tempest begins to reveal justifications of violence and imposition.
The navigation into the New World and the emulation of Prospero’s empire and freedom desired
by his crew, show how relationships were being established between the continents. Caliban and
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Ariel, who were native to the new-found land, experienced colonial usurpation. Diaz’s The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao similarly provides insight into the dominant pattern or discourses
concerning the present. Trujillo’s governance reproduced the same violence that was once
imposed by the European settlers regarding the Dominican Republic’s colonial history. Thus, the
governance of subjectivity that takes place within the texts can be understood as discourse that
reveals the ways justified violence and freedom are closely linked. Prospero’s philosophy along
with that of his crew depended on a right that granted them the permission to claim the island
that the subaltern figure, Caliban, governed. Diaz’s text The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao
shows Oscar’s story, and his relationship with the governing modernity4 that is controlled by the
fukú curse. In the text, it is believed that the fukú curse was brought by the Europeans into the
Caribbean and continues to affect the characters’ personal lives, relationships, and destinies. In
the text, Trujillo and his minions are the agents of the fukú. The Cabral family and their
intergenerational trauma is brought about by the fukú. The text further explains that Trujillo was
not a man but a force (Diaz 204). In other words, the oppression that was being experienced by
the people was imposed by the Trujillo administration, but more importantly, Trujillo himself
was understood as an agent of the colonial enterprise or the fukú. Oscar’s mother Beli
experienced loss and trauma that further shaped her perception and way of relating. Diaz paints a
clear picture regarding the oppressive conditions on the island. Yet conditions are reproduced
through the navigation of power and freedom. The internalization of violence that was largely
influenced by the Trujillo administration gave the Cabral family certain rights. Though Beli was
oppressed and experienced significant trauma, she nevertheless adopts the ways that grant her
apparent agency that she then tries to pass down to her children, Oscar and Lola. Beli is a
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significant character in the text, and though the story is about Oscar, the narrator focuses on her
development quite extensively.
Beli became a character with a certain degree of power that was granted the right to be
“una muchacha respetable” (a respectable young woman) through her education on the island
(Diaz 259). This education nevertheless depended on barricading against those who did not meet
the standards of the Trujillato. Progress thus, meant the establishment of an identity rooted in
nationalization, imperialism, and colonization. William Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Junot
Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao both contain histories that reflect their specific
era’s consensus around the contradictions of freedom. Though these works are separated by
centuries, Lowe recognizes the traces and colonial longevity regarding the division of humanity
in our contemporary moment (Lowe 6). Thus, acknowledging the narrative dialectic regarding
the dependence upon the unfree, shows how culture can be intimately tied to colonial ways of
relating and perceiving the world (Lowe 39). These crucial connections serve as reminders about
our muddled historical baggage that provide insight into our emergent identities.
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Historical Context of the Texts
The historical context of William Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Junot Diaz’s The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao will be firstly analyzed and then the narratives themselves will be
connected in order to understand how notions of freedom have developed.
To begin, The Tempest’s historical context provides necessary underpinnings that
illustrate and set the stage for the emergence of the cultivation of freedom. Critics have explained
that The Tempest’s caricatures, such as those of Stephano and Caliban, serve England’s fervent
endeavor to define its island and nation. The political appeal thus rests on the representations that
have been depicted within the text. For instance, in “The Disenchanted Island: A Political
History of ‘The Tempest’, 1760-1830,” David Francis Taylor explains the historical context and
background of The Tempest and how its popularization throughout England came to strongly
influence the nation’s belief system and to reify its imperialist ideology. The article references
Kathleen Wilson’s The sense of the people: politics, culture, and imperialism in England, 17151785, and her stance on the historical significance of The Tempest. Wilson’s comments:
English people were most eager to stress the ways in which their nation was unique,
culturally as well as topographically. The trope of the island, in other words, although
long powerful in imaginary literature and material policies, began to serve not only as a
metaphor but also as explanation for English dominance and superiority in arts and arms.
And as islands became important devices in the examination of self, society and species,
they also served as the engines for new ways of thinking about nation, race and gender, in
pointing to the ideological commitments and anxieties that underwrite the eighteenth
century's troping of islandness. (Wilson 488)
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Wilson facilitates an understanding of the British empire building project and why The Tempest
was a powerfully important and popular play during its period. England’s constant endeavor to
assert itself as a nation in the face of the second half of the eighteenth century and failure to
maintain control of its East India and American colonies along with their struggle with France
surely spoke to the need to assert its royal power. Furthermore, The Tempest and its relationship
with the origins of Britain are investigated by Rowland Wymer, where he explains in his article
“‘The Tempest’ and the Origins of Britain”, how the allegorical reading of The Tempest, speaks
to the self-reflexive encounter with the New World. Wymer explains, “The Elizabethan
encounter with the New World likewise provoked important reflections about the origins of
British civilization and, indeed, the origins of all societies and all authority” (Wymer 1). In other
words, Wymer argues that The Tempest is first and foremost dealing with Britain’s own identity
and the ways it is rooted in conquest and power. Furthermore, to add to the list of all conquered
lands, the author highlights that there must be an addition of Britain itself (Wymer 1). The play
therefore functions as an allegorical tool to reveal the workings of its own colonization and
hierarchical structuring. Wymer is suggesting that The Tempest reveals its own artifice and
falsity. Specifically, in relation to a national identity, Britain held itself to be a powerful
epicenter that asserted power and granted freedom.
Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao allows for the investigation of not only the
Caribbean history and the diasporic narrative around migration, but also reveals the violent
relationship between the island of the Dominican Republic and the United States. Diaz’s The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao expresses the political unconscious5 of the Trujillo Era in the
Dominican Republic. The text offers a fictional rendition of the domination imposed by Trujillo,
while providing historical information throughout the text. Certainly, the text shows the common

Serres 13
trope of coercion and reproduction of ideology through Trujillo’s dictatorship and what it means
to be a Dominican. Access to this history is granted through an unconventional approach. The
linguistic style that the author adopts allows the reader to experience the discomfort of
uncertainty showing that the history is to be accessed through nerd-talk or street talk and Spanish
peppered throughout the text. This jargon, not typically considered the means by which history
should be disseminated, nonetheless is the language that provides meaning to the past.
The narrator, Oscar’s best friend Yunior, delivers the historical context of the text by
providing information on the Trujillo dictatorship: “For those of you who missed your
mandatory two seconds of Dominican history: Trujillo, one of the twentieth century’s most
infamous dictators, ruled the Dominican Republic between 1930 and 1961 with an implacable
ruthless brutality” (Diaz 2). Yunior begins his apparent school lesson about the history of
Trujillo’s rulership on the island, continuing, “Trujillo (also known as El Jefe, The Failed Cattle
Thief, and Fuckface) came to control nearly every aspect of the DR’s political, cultural, social,
and economic life through a potent (and familiar) mixture of violence, intimidation, massacre,
rape, co-operation, and terror” (2). Yunior’s exposition on Trujillo immediately captures the
perspective of the people of the Dominican Republic and their perception of him. He ends by
saying, [he] “treated the country like it was a plantation and he was the master” (2). Yunior
continues his description of the Dominican Republic’s modernization in this apparently informal
and critical way. Yunior also lets the reader know the connection between the U.S. and the
Dominican Republic by linking the personal lives of the characters. Within the footnotes of the
text the author explains, “There are other beginnings certainly, better ones, to be sure—if you ask
me I would have started when the Spaniards ‘discovered’ the New World—or when the U.S.
invaded Santo Domingo in 1916—but if this was the opening that the de Leons chose for
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themselves, then who am I to question their historiography?” (211). This footnote reveals the
way that de Leons articulate their history and its relationship to Trujillo and how the narrator,
Yunior has explained it. The footnote however works to express the underpinnings that the
author believes drive much of the relationship between the Dominican Republic and the U.S. In
other words, the colonial history concerning the violent relationship between the U.S. and the
Dominican Republic is reflected in the personal narrations of the de Leons.
The Western/European invasion that had taken place nonetheless continued to reproduce
itself on the island. Furthermore, the text must be contextualized within the growing body of
literature that relates to Latina/o dictatorship novel and the Latinidad 6experience. The colonial
history is represented and exists within the text as a trope hinging upon the trauma that relates to
coercion and consent. The historical contexts of these two texts provide the grounds upon which
the stories of the characters and the negotiation of freedom can be understood.
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Freedom, Loss, Trauma and the Subaltern
The subaltern figures that have experienced oppression also hold rights within a given
power structure. The internalized trauma and violence that has been imposed is often understood
as education or development. The subaltern identity that depends on liberalist notions of freedom
becomes a tool in the globalization of exploitation. Such a narrative constitutes development for
the subaltern or the third world and/or the New World, offering a proposition that has done little
to provide any form of evidence to exemplify progress. The texts begin to reveal how absence
and loss in the name of progress and education have further created the conditions for liberal
notions of freedom. Jerome Winter’s article “Epistemic Polyverses and the Subaltern: The
Postcolonial World-System in Ian McDonald’s Evolution’s Shore and River of Gods” further
investigates the role of the subaltern and the illusion of progress. He writes, “As Sankaran
Krishna explains, ‘this teleology of modernization fails to acknowledge how the Third World,
rather than moving heroically from undeveloped to a progressive future, is actively
underdeveloped through repeated First-World intervention and exploitation’” (Winter 462). The
role of the third world and the subaltern that is being discussed by Winter’s article is found in
both The Tempest and The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. In both, intervention and
exploitation are disguised as progress and modernization. Though these texts are written
centuries apart, the trope of colonial usurpation and exploitation masked as progress or
modernization is present in both texts. Freedom is evidently not providing any form of rights for
the subaltern, rather in the name of progress and education the justification of violence and
imposition continue to perpetuate.
Visibility and material evidence regarding race and gender, as well as behavior and
performance, further justify the imposition of violence, trauma, or colonization that are often
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understood as tools for civilization and education. Caliban’s portrayal and characterization
within the play reads as the well-known depiction of the savage, uncivilized Other that must be
taught how to behave according to the social order under Prospero’s colonial governance.
Shakespeare describes him as a monster who is the son of a witch-hag Sycorax and is native to
the land. His name is derived from the word “cannibal,” a word that describes the mythic maneating figure from the Caribbean. Similarly, Oscar’s characterization is also depicted as
undesirable and without the approval of his family and friends on the island which also happens
to be in the Caribbean. On the other hand, Caliban is the one who governed the land and once
Prospero arrived on the island, he took Caliban into slavery and was then controlled by Prospero.
Yet, Oscar is controlled and outcast by his own community, those on the island. Through
Caliban’s swarthy appearance, he is deemed by Prospero and his crew, as a savage who is
without civility and must be governed and is thus by default the subaltern. Oscar’s family and
mother Beli disapprove of his un-Dominican personality and often try to teach him how to be
and act like a Dominican male. Caliban is referred to as a monster by Prospero, Stephano, and
the other crew members, and is given a bestial identity. Similarly, Prospero’s daughter Miranda,
and Ariel, can be considered Prospero’s pawns that are also used for his augmentation of power.
Oscar on the other hand is not able to learn the ways of a Dominican male or look like one
therefore he is ostracized. Prospero uses Miranda by marrying her off to Ferdinand to consolidate
power. Ariel is a willful, airy spirit who is the servant of Prospero and stands in contrast to the
representation of Caliban, who is seen as a bestial, earthly, rebellious figure. Thus, Caliban
contrasts with Ariel’s characterization. In this connection imposition through Prospero’s
education is vindicated. Similarly, the colonial enterprise presents itself through education and
family relations within Diaz’s text.
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In this regard, education becomes a site for the justification of violence that apparently
engenders emancipation through its internalization and reproduction. Caliban’s pre-civil identity
is given entrance into Prospero’s hegemonic structure by establishing a tutelary relationship with
him. Shakespeare by Gabriel Egan, Martin Halliwell, and Andy Mousley, thoroughly describes
Caliban’s protected identity and colonial asymmetry to Prospero. The text explains that Prospero
acknowledges the colonial relationship with Caliban, which is ownership and responsibility.
Prospero’s well-known statement toward the end of the play expresses this sentiment, where he
divides the responsibility with Antonio and says, “Two of these fellows you/ Must know and
own. This thing of darkness I /Acknowledge mine” (5.1.577-9). The text further explains, “If this
is a colonial relation, it seems to include the idea that the colonizer is in a sense responsible for
the natives, which is the so-called principle of the White Man’s Burden” (Egan, Halliwell, &
Mousley 203). Thus, Caliban must abandon his previous identity derived from racial slavery.
Caliban’s monstrosity, as well as that of the island, is expressed by Prospero, Trinculo, Alonozo
and Ferdinand. Prospero concludes that Caliban is “a born devil, on whose nature/Nurture can
never stick; on whom my pains,/ Humanely taken, all, all lost, quite lost” (4.1.188-90). In other
words, Caliban’s dehumanization is represented through Prospero’s perception. Prospero has
apparently sacrificed himself for the welfare of Caliban. Caliban is then taught the language, and
his existence is defined by Prospero’s order. He thus experienced loss and trauma through this
contact.
Once Caliban has internalized his education based on trauma and violence, he then
becomes a character that is granted citizenship. In the article, “‘Play me false’: Rape, Race, and
Conquest in The Tempest,” John Kunat, who has written extensively on the relationship between
racial identity, war and rape, argues that Caliban receives his identity within the island through
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Prospero’s manipulation. The article focuses on Caliban’s attempt to violate Miranda as an act of
war, since Prospero held the right to kill and control Caliban, noting, “Caliban suddenly becomes
aware of himself as inhabiting the male subject position. Or rather, Caliban’s first act—his
attempted rape of Miranda—constitutes him as a masculine agent and heralds his entry into the
sphere of civility” (Kunat 321). That is to say, that this act implicates the sociopolitical
structuring of the play, in that the violation impinges upon civic governance within the island.
Caliban’s attempt to violate Miranda is recognized as violence that gives him entrance into
civility (Kunat 321). However, both Ferdinand and Caliban are crucially similar to one another,
as illustrated by Kim Hall in, Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early
Modern England. Hall’s thorough study on the literary portrayal of blackness and how early
modern England’s imperial pursuits are vitally connected to race and gender, is at the core of her
text Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England. Hall
illustrates that both Ferdinand and Caliban receive instructions from Miranda, they both desire
her, for she represents the island and they both must submit to Prospero. Yet as Hall’s text
explains, “Ferdinand is ‘culturally sound’ as well as of noble birth” (148). Furthermore, the text
explains that the only real difference between Caliban and Ferdinand is not moral or even sexual
but racial (148). Therefore, the characters within the play all hold a distinct position within
Prospero’s hierarchical structure on which the divisions are placed and sedimented that certainly
depend upon loss and trauma in accordance with Prospero’s regime. For Caliban to gain entrance
into the power structure, he accepts Prospero’s governance. His racial distinction place him in a
disempowered position, in contrast to Ariel’s characterization.
Once the violence is imposed, the characters are promised their freedom from that
violence. Ariel is an airy spirit who is loyal to Prospero, and through his magic, Prospero
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controls much of what happens on the island. Yet, Ariel is enslaved by Prospero but is constantly
promised freedom if he carries out Prospero’s instructions. Ariel is the main character who is
used to keep the island and the figures thereon under Prospero’s control. Ariel commits to using
his magic and forces so that he may gain his freedom. Ariel reminds Prospero, “Let me
remember thee what thou hast/promised,/Which is not yet performed me” (1.2. 243-245). Ariel’s
abilities are used to perpetuate violence that ultimately kept Prospero in power. Caliban on the
other hand becomes a character that negotiates freedom through his relationship with Prospero.
Caliban negotiates freedom by becoming the servant of one of Prospero’s crew members,
Stephano. For instance, though he rejects and despises Prospero, he nevertheless develops an
understanding with Stephano. Caliban manages to convince Stephano to murder Prospero and
have Stephano rule so that he may have a chance of receiving emancipation and rulership on the
island. Caliban appeals to Stephano and finally both Caliban and Stephano along with Trinculo
plot to kill Prospero. Caliban reasons, “As I told thee before, I am subject to/a tyrant, a sorcerer
that by his cunning hath/cheated me of the island” (3.2.38-40). Yet they are not successful in
executing the plan. All three of them are chased away and plotted against. Caliban becomes the
servant of Stephano, but thoroughly despises the subjugation by Prospero. This negotiation
grants him access to amenities on the island. Ariel and Caliban symbolize the coercion and
consent of violence that must be negotiated in relation to Prospero’s domination.
Junot Diaz’s text, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, shows how this process is
further refined through socialization and internalization. The characters adopt a subtle even
subconscious surveillance that constitutes an internalization or micro-management of the self.
This conditioning becomes the gaze by which they internalize their environment,
compartmentalize, and create meaning based on the hyper-vigilance inherited from their
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traumatic history. Scholars such as Michel Foucault, Paulo Freire, Luis Althusser, Jacques Lacan
and Edward Said have pointed out that the human internalizes a dominant discourse, such as
freedom, and is thus governed by a form of perception of self and other. Foucault’s Discipline
and Punish: The Birth of the Prison illustrates, through the theory on the panoptic gaze, how an
individual internalizes surveillance (24). Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed similarly examines
the relationship between oppression and its reproduction through internalization.
Michel Foucault’s work on discourse and power speaks to the governance of perception
(24). In Literary Theory: The Basics, Bertens illustrates that unlike Althusser, Foucault leaves
room for resistance (137-138). Althusser on the other hand, addresses power or discourse in a
way that focuses on consent and repression (Bertens 137-138). Poststructuralist psychoanalytic
theory similarly addresses the self-awareness cultivated through an internalized gaze that
influences belief in relation to the self and Other. Lacan, in this regard, explicates the
construction of identity in relation to the gaze of the Other (Bertens 145). Said’s Orientalism,
which builds on Foucault’s work, further critiques the West’s representation of the Other.
Therefore, perception of the self and Other is constructed, which then continues to reify a
regime.
Lowe explains that violence and trauma leave traces, which does not just involve
exclusion, but also forms of inclusion or assimilation. Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s Racial
Formation in the United States aligns with Lowe’s work on freedom by tracing the ways that
racial rule has mutated. Lowe explains, “Race as a mark of colonial difference is an enduring
remainder of the processes through which the human is universalized and freed by liberal forms,
while the peoples who created the conditions of possibility for that freedom are assimilated or
forgotten” (7). Omi and Winant’s text similarly supports this argument by explaining, “Racial
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rule can be understood as a slow and uneven historical process which has moved from
dictatorship to democracy, from domination to hegemony. In this transition, hegemonic forms of
racial rule—those based on consent—eventually came to supplant those based on coercion” (67).
Thus, we see within The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, how this internalized militarization
regarding Trujillo’s dictatorship in the Dominican Republic becomes embodied by the
characters. Trujillo’s regime controlled and governed Dominican identity through insisting on
fixed notions of masculinity, femininity, and family relations. Oscar’s mother Beli experienced
loss and trauma that further shaped her perception and way of relating. Her early years in school
and her traumatic encounter with the light skinned students in her class, provided the grounds on
which her subaltern identity was defined. The narrator notes that Beli grew up in “Bani…a city
famed for its resistance to blackness, and it is here, alas, that the darkest character in our story
resided” (Diaz 78). Here, Diaz articulates how the relationship between perceptions of race,
oppression, and apparent freedom have mutated and evolved into subtler forms of justified
violence.
The social norms, colonized subjectivity, and dictatorial regime are represented through
the fukú curse metaphor, which governs every aspect of the human experience within the text. In
this regard, Oscar, the main character, is outside of this conditioning. The story begins with
Oscar in the Dominican Republic as a young boy. His best friend Yunior narrates the events of
Oscar’s life. Oscar begins as a popular kid who is then struck with the fukú curse. This curse is a
curse that affects everyone on the island. The curse is associated with oppression and is used as a
metaphor to describe the oppressive history of Dominican Republic. When the fukú curse affects
him, Oscar becomes socially dead due to his status as an exile within his community. The
narrator explains Oscar’s social position: “[He] had none of the Higher Powers of your typical
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Dominican male, couldn’t have pulled a girl if his life depended on it. Couldn’t play sports for
shit, or dominoes, was beyond uncoordinated, threw a ball like a girl” (20). Yunior continues to
explain Oscar’s lack of social inclusion or rights as a Dominican male. He concludes, “Had no
knack for music or business or dance, no hustle, no rap, no G. And most damning of all: no
looks” (20). Yunior’s gaze upon Oscar’s body and Oscar’s inability to perform illustrate how his
modality of being was alienated and did not correspond with the social norms of relating,
perceiving, and experiencing the others on the island. In other words, Yunior’s perception
symbolizes the internalized gaze that permits him to pass judgments on Oscar’s body, behavior,
and lack of social inclusion. Through Yunior’s evaluation, the reader learns about how
perception functions in relation to identity. The fukú, governs the colonial history in the
Dominican Republic and functions as a report of the Dominican Republic’s failure and violence
regarding the internalization of the Trujillato. In other words, the construction of identity on the
island was based on the fukú. Oscar, however, was completely and utterly outside of this circle of
the reproduction of violence and oppression, which made him experience a significant loss of
social connectedness and identity. Therefore, the internalization of violence that takes place
throughout the text is normalized and then reproduced by the characters in the text through
subtler forms of violence and socialization. This repressed intergenerational trauma concerning
these losses are thus represented. Lowe establishes within her text that liberal universality is
largely based on the assimilated boundaries of racial difference and distinction which are the
residuals or traces that attest to the violence concerning its reproduction (6-7).
At the beginning of Beli’s story, the reader gains insight into Beli’s initial struggle and
coercion. As the Trujillo Era approached, she faced abuse from her father and then escaped with
her mother, La Inca. Yet, they do not address the past, or speak about Beli’s time with her father.
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The unprocessed trauma that Beli experienced was left to hold its own power. Instead of
reckoning with such truths, she went to become “una muchacha respetable,” a respectable young
woman, which means that through her education in the Dominican Republic she internalized a
self with “Victorian table manners and a disgust of filth and poor people” (259). Soon after
consenting to her education, she was granted the title “Queen of Diaspora” (261). The narrator
explains that Oscar and Lola would never have the opportunity to meet the Beli who screamed in
the middle of the night and went to bed fully clothed (259). In this way, this representation
shows how loss took place for Beli. Then Beli’s children, Lola and Oscar, receive violent
instructions about how to be a Dominican male and female and therefore reproduce the very
trauma that she experienced. Lola explains, “My mother looking me over. I’d never been in
better shape, never felt more beautiful and desirable in my life, and what does the bitch say?
‘Coño, pero tu si eres fea’” (208). Beli’s gaze upon Lola diminishes Lola’s beauty and violates
Lola’s understanding of her well-being. Lola continues to narrate her story, “Even at the end she
refused to show me anything close to love” (208). Lola tries to escape from Beli but Beli forces
her back. However, Oscar and Lola are not able to follow through with their mother’s teachings
on machismo and violence. The loss that takes place during Beli’s education is a prime example
in illustrating the governing logic or the internalization of trauma that have influenced the way in
which she relates to others and participates as a Dominican citizen. Beli moves to the U.S. with
her two children and works three different jobs in order to maintain her family. Yet when Oscar
returns to the Dominican Republic, they are believed to be wealthy, holding an exceptional status
in the U.S. This citizenship molded her into a person who continued the culture that was
established within the text, yet she is nevertheless in a position of trauma, loss, and
disempowerment. The normalization and internalization of the oppressive conditions on the
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island was all that she knew. The narrator says, “At the end of her life, when she was being eaten
alive by cancer, Beli would talk about how trapped they all felt” (81). Yunior’s explanation on
the retrospection of Beli’s life reveals that any freedom or agency that was earned within the
Trujillato’s power structure was nevertheless an oppressive force. Yunior continues, “It was like
being at the bottom of an ocean, she said. There was no light and a whole ocean crushing down
on you. But most people had gotten so used to it they thought it normal, they forgot even that
there was a world above” (81). Therefore, Beli’s navigation of the Trujillato, and her
internalization of the violent norms, are reflected upon at the end of her life. Her confession
suggests that the conditions she had to traverse were actually oppressive, but most people
accepted them due to necessity. In other words, Beli’s character arc reveals that she first went
through extensive trauma, then she learned how to reproduce that trauma, she then got an
education and learned how to be a member of the Trujillo regime in order to survive and gain
agency. Lastly, at her death bed, she admits that it was all an oppressive scheme that never truly
granted any real freedom.
Each text attests to the ways in which loss and trauma are internalized and lead the
characters to negotiate liberal notions of freedom and their contradictions. The relationships
within the texts show how such negotiations take place especially through Caliban, Ariel, Oscar,
and Beli. The tracing or mapping of these relationships illustrates how power is produced,
replicated, and maintained. The Tempest allows for the relationship between the subaltern and
the liberal conception of freedom to be understood through Prospero and Caliban. Though the
advent of liberalism had not been fully formed, the text illustrates its becoming. Caliban in
comparison to Oscar, resists Prospero’s governance. Oscar’s destiny however is governed by the
other characters in the text that deem him unfit to belong to the Dominican identity. Though

Serres 25
Caliban is enslaved and captured, there are several occasions that he complicates Prospero’s
authority. Ariel, however, is Prospero’s servant that has privilege because of his commitment to
working for Prospero in order to gain his freedom. Lastly, through Oscar’s exclusion and the
fukú culture, loss, and violence are further refined through socialization and internalization. The
characters experience oppression and they internalize this style of perceiving the self in relation
to the Other.
Language, Knowledge, and Power
The characters’ negotiation of freedom within the texts is to be further investigated
through the prism of language since power, language, and knowledge are intimately related.
Imposition of trauma and violence first and foremost take place through language.
Poststructuralism has developed theories on the function of language. Derrida and Lacan for
instance have examined the way in which the human is constructed by language—systems
consisting of sign, signified, and signifier.
Derridean and Foucauldian theory investigate the ways language creates knowledge and
thus discursive power. The Tempest’s Prospero kept a set of books secret, for it was known that
he would lose his magical powers of control and manipulation if they were to be read by anyone.
Caliban secretly says to Stephano:
Remember
First to possess his books, for without them
He’s but a sot, as I am, nor hath not
One spirit to command. They all do hate him
As rootedly as I. Burn but his books. (3.2.88-92)
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Language and knowledge become an important site for the negotiation of freedom for both
Caliban and Prospero. The play illustrates how Prospero has no power without his books. He is
very careful at keeping them hidden from the other characters. Caliban and the rest find out
about the power of his books and therefore try to burn them.
The shaping of language can be further identified within The Tempest in the way in
which Prospero teaches Caliban the language that gives him agency within the limitations of his
subordination. The texts then evidently illustrate the cultivation of freedom through language.
Firstly, Prospero’s use of language and signification creates an image or illusion that
communicate freedom. He uses language not as a means of expression but as a means of
manipulation. Both aesthetics and existence are defined by Prospero. He crafts associations
regarding the meaning behind beauty, freedom, and the subaltern. For instance, Prospero says:
I perceive these lords
At this encounter do so much admire
That they devour their reason and scarce think
Their eyes do offices of truth, their words
Are natural breath. (5.1.153-157)
Prospero comments on Alonso’s wonder about the island, that “devour reason and scarce think”
(5.155). In other words, Prospero’s illusion, which dazzles Alonso, removes the ability to discern
the truth and reality. In addition, Prospero’s use of discursive power is shown through his
storytelling to Sebastian and Alonso:
For this one night, which—part of it—I’ll waste
With such discourse as, I not doubt, shall make it
Go quick away: the story of my life
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And the particular accidents gone by
Since I came to this isle. (5.1.317-322)

Later, Prospero admits that he does not want to stay on the island or become a prisoner, thus he
must use his discourse in order to conclude his final act of magic and manipulation.
In addition, Prospero controls the very utterances of the characters within the play such as
Ariel and Caliban. Prospero commands Ariel to recite the details of Sycorax’s life and reaffirm
his own subjection of her through call and response: “I must/Once in a month recount what thou
hast been/Which thou forget’st” (1.2.309-311). Prospero controls through stories and speech,
thus he teaches Caliban the language that further leads to his own inner loss and dispossession.
In addition, Caliban is most free7 when he is no longer attached to the language that he had been
taught. The language thus becomes the means by which he is simultaneously free and unfree,
since it is the only means by which he can face Prospero. Caliban says, “The red plague rid
you/For learning me your language! (1.22.363-365). Caliban resents the language that has been
taught to him because it constructs his subjugated position in relation to Prospero and Miranda.
His freedom is taken away even though Prospero was trying to educate him. Miranda says, “I
pitied thee,/Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour/One thing or other” (1.2.353
55). Therefore, for Prospero and Miranda language is a gift. Yet, Caliban feels trapped. Caliban
says, “You taught me language; and my profit on't/Is, I know how to curse” (1.2.517518). Therefore, language symbolizes civility and Caliban is both free and unfree through its use.
Language is simultaneously used to oppress and empower within these texts. Caliban in
this connection is given a particular treatment and acceptance into Prospero’s family, as long as
he keeps his position. For instance, Kunat explains, “Caliban is taken into the family and given
the gift of language, allowing Prospero to place himself in the hegemonic position” (321). Yet
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Caliban is also able to lead a revolt with his confederates. Caliban certainly confronts Prospero
several times within the play, pointing out Prospero’s flawed system. Caliban first asserts his
position on the island by exclaiming that the island is rightfully his for he is the son of Sycorax
and thus complains about his usurpation. Caliban says, “This island’s mine, by Sycorax my
mother,/Which thou tak’st from me” (1.2.333-334). It is worth considering his claim and
matriarchal lineage though Prospero makes no consideration of his comment. In addition,
Caliban’s revolt unsettled Prospero’s seamless manipulation. In Shakespeare, Egan et al. further
describe this notion by explaining, “This is a truly dangerous moment at which the smooth
unfolding of Prospero’s plot is uniquely disturbed and is accompanied by noise and scurrying off
stage” (217). In addition, Prospero himself comments on this in his aside in 4.1 within the play.
Ferdinand also notices the unsettling change in the appearance of Prospero where Miranda also
agrees that he had never seen him in such a state before:
Prospero [aside]: I had forgot that foul conspiracy
Of the beast Caliban and his confederates
Against my life: the minute of their plot
Is almost come.
[To the Spirits] Well done! Avoid! No more!
Ferdinand: This is strange. Your father's in some passion
That works him strongly.
Miranda: Never till this day
Saw I him touched with anger so distempered. (4.1.133-5)

Miranda admits that she had never seen her father in such a state. In effect, Caliban’s language,
that created and oppressed him, is nevertheless used as a means of resistance.
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Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao also shows the ways in which the
subaltern’s relationship with language has changed as well as how it is delivered. Yunior
recounts Oscar’s story in both English and Spanish. He uses a colloquial Spanish in contradiction
to a Castilian dialect. Though the Spanish that is represented grants access to those that
understand the language, it nevertheless contains the very traces of colonial relations that are
embedded within the culture. In other words, Spanish is infused with the reproduction of
violence contained within the Dominican Republic’s history. Yet the combination offers insight
into how discursive formation is produced.
Trujillo’s dictatorship is an invasive force especially within the use of the language.
Trujillo’s influence pervades the way that the characters communicate with one another. For
instance, the characters would not speak of him and would not mention his name, yet the terror
could be felt by the characters. However, the narrator addresses language in an alternative way.
Jennifer Harford Vargas’s article, “Dictating a Zafa: The Power of Narrative Form in Junot
Díaz's ‘The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao’” explains how the witty humorous strategy used
by the narrator challenges Trujillo’s authority and power through a mode of expression that is
hybridized. Yunior expresses Trujillo’s regime and commodification of women by saying,
“world’s first culocracy” (217). This Spanglish use as well as the parodying of Trujillo’s regime
offers a counter perspective through Yunior. Trujillo becomes a minor character who is
represented by other characters. This narrative strategy then acts as an inversion since this
subordinate narrative position runs counter to the dominant position that the dictator occupies in
the political structure (Vargas 11). Diaz’s text provides access to this history through an
unconventional approach. This jargon, which is not typically revered, as the means by which a
history should be assimilated, nonetheless becomes the language that provides meaning to the
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past. Thus, this alternative mode of understanding the Dominican Republic’s history shows how
the narrative of dominance and the relationship between the U.S. and the Dominican Republic is
delivered to the reader. Diaz therefore uses language as a primary method to address domination
through his counter-dictatorial approach. In this regard, the reader can understand the ways that
language has influenced the Dominican identity and the role of language in shaping subjectivity.
Through the frame of the text, Diaz provides a connection between United States’ and the
Dominican Republic’s history.
Oscar and his sister Lola negotiate between the two and become a new form of hybrid
history that is affected by these two distinct histories and is represented through the use of
Spanglish. For instance, Yunior describes how Oscar lost his “Dominican magic” by saying, “He
no longer went anywhere near the girls because at best they ignored him, at worst they shrieked
and called him gordo asqueroso! He forgot the perrito, forgot the pride he felt when the women
in the family had called him hombre” (17) Oscar loses his machismo and he is no longer
considered an hombre which means man in Spanish. The reader accesses the narrative and
history by the use of this form of language.
Therefore, the characters within the two texts navigate the oppressing limitations of
language and use it as a tool to further traverse contradictions of freedom and unfreedom. Diaz
generates a conversation around the relationship or linkage between histories, and how it affects
modernity as a collective by showing language’s prominent role in the transformation of
modernity. The text further shows language as symbolic capital, playing a key role in creating
meaning and drawing value from the linkage between power and social forms or everyday talk.
The texts, Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Junot Diaz’s The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar
Wao, within their respective historical moment, show how the role of language has been
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negotiated. The residuals that are inherited through language are then left to sit upon the body,
where these multi-layered forms of stratification, distilled down to our styles of thought and
consciousness, continue to transform through historical development and become a governing
principle that dictates the human experience. The texts show these stages through Caliban who
was called a monster and Oscar who was called a pariguayo (a derogatory term that means party
watcher). Therefore, language creates identity and produces discursive knowledge that defines a
given power structure. The characters’ negotiation of freedom is further shown through the link
between power, language and the perceptions that are created.
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Future Types of Praxis and Consciousness
By acknowledging the ways in which the contradictions of apparent freedom are
depicted, one can begin to consider alternatives. Paulo Freire explains in his text Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, that the path to actual freedom, or liberation as he has termed it, requires an
investigation of the pattern of violence and oppression. He explains:
Almost always, during the initial stage of struggle the oppressed, instead of
striving for liberation, tend to become oppressors, or sub-oppressors, the very
structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of concrete,
existential situation by which they are shaped. Their ideal is to be men; but for
them, to be men is to be oppressors. (45)
Freire also stresses the importance of acknowledging the ways in which one becomes the “host”
of the oppressor (48). In other words, liberation requires a thorough inventory of ourselves. This
critical discovery, about the relationship between oppressor and oppressed and how both are
manifestations of dehumanization, is essential to understand in order to move forward (Freire
48). In this regard, it becomes possible to get a sense of the here and now in relation to the past
and future by using these methodologies, archives, and works formed in literature and theory.
Through such work and analysis, within the contexts of the social structures and histories, the
texts provide a way in which judicious awareness may be cultivated to understand the full
potential of humanity. When recounting Beli’s story, Yunior explains, “Hers was the generation
that would launch the Revolution, but which for the moment was turning blue for want of air.
The generation reaching consciousness in a society that lacked any” (80-81). Beli and the rest of
her generation longed for actual freedom; the narrator continues, “The generation that despite the
consensus that declared change impossible hankered for change all the same” (81). Yunior’s
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contemplation certainly reflects the character’s traversing of resistance and submission that are
shaped by specific oppressive forces that structure power dynamics in each of the texts. In other
words, it is evident that the characters face contradictions of freedom earned through loss and
trauma, which invoke familiar liberal notions of freedom. In addition, Beli’s sentiment speaks to
the idea that the desire for actual freedom from the given power structure constitutes real
emancipation.
Understanding how the characters negotiate contradictions of the liberal conception of
freedom in Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao
facilitates a remembering and an acknowledgement of the classification of human bodies. The
texts also facilitate a remembering of the connection between epistemology, power, and
subjectivity. The texts show how such forms of conditioning of subjectivity and perception have
transformed into subtler forms of violence and trauma. In order to potentialize the human, there
must be an openness to epistemologies and ontologies that do not forget the conditions of
exploitation that have been delivered through hegemonic construct.
Thus, the study of William Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Junot Diaz’s The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao illustrates that the characters must negotiate the contradictions of
liberal notions of freedom and unfreedom. These contradictions are reflected within the texts in
the way that rights are granted and denied based on the consent of justifiable violence as Lowe
has explained. Furthermore, scholars such as Paulo Freire argue that oppression has been
justified and praxis requires informed action in order to achieve actual freedom. The texts
illustrate how the characters consent to and assimilate the trauma produced by custom or the
institution within the given power structure, that is both violently and subtly imposed by those
who have the freedom or privilege to do so. Resistance and submission are thus navigated in
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accordance with one’s ability to negotiate visible evidence (appearance, behavior and
performance) within the structure. Power structures such as the Trujillo dictatorship and
colonialism/post-colonialism show that liberal notions of freedom are constituted with violence.
These investigations further contribute to an understanding of Freirean liberation of the human
based upon a fully realized recognition of subaltern subjugated histories. The birth of awareness
can thus lead to the full realization of the human and movement toward favorable change.
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Notes
1

The subaltern figure was first introduced within the realm of postcolonial studies and

conceptually derived from Antonio Gramsci’s work on cultural hegemony that designates those
that are excluded from a given hegemonic structure.

2

“Unprocessed trauma” relates to the theories regarding the oppressed in Paulo Freire’s

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (see his page 45).
3

In The Intimacies of Four Continents Lowe explains that the narrative of freedom is understood

as a combination of political economy, culture, government that overcomes enslavement yet
dismisses “colonial slavery, erases the seizures of lands from native peoples” (3).
4

Peter J. Taylor’s text Modernities: A Geohistorical Interpretation provides an in-depth analysis

of the historical and ahistorical changes concerning modernity. In other words, Taylor studies the
changes of modernity throughout history as well as uses modernity to interpret those changes.
Taylor focuses on how change has taken place and the forces that may have influenced or
controlled it. He further explains how the concept of modernity has evolved and how the making
of the modern world has been created, challenged and changed. He shows how specific periods
and places generate modernity organized around the period’s political and economic status. He
explains that modernity is a concept with a wide range of applications. Taylor explains, “In the
1996 edition of The Social Science Encyclopedia there is an entry for ‘modernity’, defined as
cultural, social and economic change which is ‘inherently globalizing’” (14).
5

See Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious, which contends that a work of literature can

only be understood through the reckoning of historical struggle. In other words, the political
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repression or historical baggage that is sedimented within a given work of literature allows for
the interpretation of those struggles. Jameson’s ambiguous relationship with historicism does not
lend itself to a vulgar analysis of the expression of the political unconscious vis-à-vis a work of
literature because he complicates the mysteries and specificities of the cultural past and the
polemics within the present day. That is to say, on the one hand there are specific struggles
presented within a given circumstance and on the other there is the unfinished plot or continuum
that follows through into the present day. This dialectical understanding of history provides a
clear necessity to engage with the events and at the same time interpret them as interrelated,
leading to the formation of social structures. Therefore, Jameson’s Hegelian form of
interpretation provides a lens by which one can see history within a given text. In addition, he
points out that the political is rooted in capital accumulation.
6

Jennifer Harford Vargas’s article, “Dictating a Zafa: The Power of Narrative Form in Junot

Díaz's ‘The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao’” explains that this growing corpus, regarding
the narrativization of the U.S. experience of Latin America and the authoritarian regime, often
represents those that have not directly experienced the dictatorship but engage with the secondgeneration perspective and residual aftermath of such systems.
7

The article “Chapter Title: Doubtful Freedom in The Tempest,” by James Kuzner, explains,

“Paradoxically, Caliban is freest (from the misery Prospero intends for him, from his own
reactive responses) when he loses control over his language, when it no longer serves as the
instrument by which he seeks to realize his designs” (135).
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